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The palace was silent, save for the sound of dripping water in the underground tunnels. Within those damp stone halls, whispers had long carried the weight of treachery. Tonight, those whispers would rise into reality.

King Aldren sat upon his throne, a man worn by victories but blind to the dagger angled behind his back. His trusted councilor, Lord Varros, knelt before him in apparent loyalty. Varros had 

served the king since his youth, guiding him through wars, famine, and uneasy treaties. To Aldren, Varros was not only an advisor—he was a brother in all but blood.

Yet Varros’s eyes held something Aldren never saw: hunger. Hunger for the crown, for the weight of command, for the silence that comes when others kneel.

“Rise, old friend,” Aldren said warmly, unaware of how near his end was. “You’ve carried the burdens of this realm as if they were your own. When I am gone, 

it is you who will ensure my legacy stands.”

Varros rose, bowing his head, concealing the faint curl of a smile. Not your legacy, my king. Mine.

The betrayal had been years in weaving. Poisoned wine given in the guise of friendship, planting doubts in generals’ minds, buying loyalty with whispers and gold. Even the queen’s affections had been lured from the king, her heart and body given to the man who plotted her husband’s ruin. She thought herself in love; 

Varros thought only of leverage.

That night, a banquet was held. Torches flickered against marble pillars as nobles laughed and drank, oblivious to the silent conspiracy surrounding them. Aldren raised his goblet, but the wine touched not his lips. The moment before he drank, he caught the faintest look in Varros’s eyes—anticipation.

Aldren paused. “Strange,” he said softly, peering into the liquid. “You stare at me as if you await something.”

Varros’s heart stilled for but a beat. Then, smoothly, he stepped forward. “Only that you drink to our kingdom’s prosperity.” His voice was honey, his hand steady as he poured himself the same wine, lifting it in apparent kinship.

The king drank.

The poison worked quickly, black veins threading up Aldren’s neck as his throat constricted. His goblet fell, shattering against the stone floor, crimson liquid spilling like blood across the hall. Nobles gasped, the queen cried out, yet none moved to save him. 

Their silence was bought.

Aldren’s eyes widened as he looked at Varros, betrayal dawning too late. He clawed at his throat, gurgling words unspoken, collapsing to the ground. The crown slipped from his head, ringing hollowly as it struck the marble.

Varros stooped, plucking it from the floor with a steady hand. The hall watched in silence as he set it upon his brow. He looked down at the dying king—once his master, now a husk.

“You built a realm of stone and war,” Varros murmured, his voice carrying in the stillness. “But I will build an empire of shadow and obedience. They will not remember your name. Only mine.”

And as Aldren’s last breath rattled out, the court knelt—some out of fear, some out of greed, none out of loyalty.

The betrayal was complete. The crown had found a new master, and the kingdom would never be the same.

The throne room no longer echoed with Aldren’s laughter. Where once banners of gold and white had hung, now black and crimson drapes smothered the stone walls, their folds heavy like the silence of a grave. The air smelled of iron, smoke, and blood—the perfume of Varros’s reign.

Within a month of Aldren’s death, the kingdom had bent to its new master. Some bent willingly, others had their backs broken until they could bend no longer. Varros ruled not with the warmth of promises, but with the cold certainty of fear.

His first act had been the Purge of the Doubtful. The generals who had fought under Aldren were summoned to the great hall under pretense of swearing new oaths. They came armored, proud, their voices ringing with loyalty. But the gates closed, and from the shadows stepped Varros’s private guard—the Crimson Blades. The hall became a slaughterhouse. Steel clashed, blood sprayed across stone, and when the night ended, only Varros’s chosen remained. Their loyalty was not given; it was purchased with gold and secured 

with the terror of what they had seen.

The queen—once Aldren’s consort, now Varros’s prize—stood beside him during the purges. She had thought her lover’s ascension would mean power shared. Yet Varros gave her little more than a throne at his side, her voice silenced by his command. She had traded one prison for another, gilded in black.
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